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A PHILADELPHIA MBECHANT IN 1768-1791. 

CONTRIBUTED BY AKTHTJR ERVIN BROWN. 

[Joseph Erwin, the writer of the following narrative, was the second 
son of Arthur Erwin, of Erwinna, Bucks County, Pennsylvania, a 
Scotch-Irish immigrant of considerable means, who purchased largely 
of lands in that county immediately after his arrival in 1768, and at a 
later date in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, and Steuben County, New 
York. In 1776-77 he was colonel, respectively, of the Fourth and 
Second Battalions of Bucks County militia, in which rank several let- 
ters and orders, which are still in existence, were addressed to him by 
General Washington, just previous to the battle of Trenton. He was 
shot and killed in Luzerne County, by some unknown person, June 9, 
1791. 

His third son, William, mentioned in the narrative, was born in Ire- 
land in 1760, and was commissioned captain in the First Regiment of 
Foot in the Continental service May 14, 1781, a few months before he 
became of age. Thirty years later he represented Bucks County for 
several terms in the State Senate. He married, in 1782, Achsah, 
daughter of Dr. John and Eachel (Robeson) Rockhill, of Hunterdon 
County, New Jersey. 

Joseph Erwin never married, and after 1791, when the sketch closes, 
he lived as a country gentleman, spending the winters in Philadelphia 
and the summers at Erwinna, where he died in 1807. A miniature by 
St. Memin shows him to have been a man of fine and distinguished 
presence. His will, dated December 2, 1803, bequeaths " to my much 
valued friends Priestly Nevill, Esquire, Major-General Thomas Craig, 
John Bohlen, Benjamin R. Morgan, and William Moore Smith Esquires 
and Doctor C. Wistar, fifty Dollars each in Testimony of my sincere 
and unfeigned regard and friendship, which small sum I request them 
to accept of and therewith purchase some mark of Remembrance." 

The narrative given below was found among a number of methodi- 
cally arranged papers, and was indorsed by him on the back, " Sketch 
of my Progress through Life from my arrival in America in the Year 
1768 until the Year 1791."] 

I was born on the 24 th Day of July 1758, in the Parish 
of Cromlin, which is in the County of Antrim in the north 
of Ireland. My Father, the late Arthur Erwin, embarked 
at Fewry, together with his Family in the beginning of 
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May 1768 ; — We went on Board of a Ship called the Newry 
Assistance commanded hy William Cheevers, then lying at 
anchor in Carlingford Bay ; my Mother died at Sea on our 
Passage to Philada. about the 10 th of July 1768. "When we 
landed at Philadelphia, which was about the 18 th of August, 
I was a few weeks past ten years old : The first property 
my Father bought in America, was two Plantations in 
Tinieum Township, Bucks County, one of which contain- 
ing 416 acres & 137 P. is now my Property, was conveyed 
to my Father by William Pidgeon Esq r of Burlington 
County, and was known by the name of the Red-house 
Farm : at this place we settled about the l sl of May 1769, 
having the preceeding Autumn and Winter resided at Dyers- 
town, in a House belonging to my late Uncle William 
Erwin Esquire. About the 28 th July 1771 my Father mar- 
ried Mary Kennedy, his 2 d wife ; I lived but a short time 
with them afterwards, for on the 26 th Day of November 
1771 1 left Home accompanied by my Father and came to 
Philadelphia the 1«* Day of the Fall Fair; my Father then 
placed me in a Store in Second Street kept by Thomas Ir- 
win, in whose Family I lived until the 28 th of August 1772, 
at which time I was bound an Apprentice for four years to 
James Budden and William Striker, a respectable Com- 
mercial House then trading under the Firm of Budden & 
Striker, being then fourteen years and 1 month old. I con- 
tinued in their Counting House until the Term of my 
apprenticeship had expired, which was on the 28 th of August 
1776 ; I continued attending to M r Budden's Business for 
above a year after the expiration of my apprenticeship, — 
he residing in the Country ; and occasionally I assisted M r 
Thomas Lawrence, then City Vendue-master, who was par- 
tially concerned with M r B. in some foreign Trade and 
speculations, during my apprenticeship I was indulged with 
certain privileges of sending small adventures to the West 
Indies, in which Trade the House I was in had several ves- 
sels constantly employed; by the profits of these adven- 
tures I nearly paid all my expences, — in the year 76, 77. I 
had a Salary for attending to M r Budden's business, and 
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besides that I made in the course of 6 months upwards 
of £700. Continental money, chiefly by buying up 
Liquors and selling them to the Commissaries of the 
Army. In the winter of 78, 79 I was a Journal Clerk, 
together with M r Graff, now Dy. Col r to the United States 
Lottery for which I received 7 dollars a day ; early in the 
spring of 79 1 entered into the service of Blair M°Clenachan, 
then a very opulent and extensive merchant, as his prin- 
ciple clerk, and continued with him until the month of 
July 80. When I left him, he made me a liberal compensa- 
tion for my services, gave me a handsome consignment to 
France, for which Country I was about to embark, and 
besides laying in for me at his own expense, all my neces- 
sary Sea Stores, he directed me to apply to my own use, 
over and above my Commission, 50 Guineas out of the 
proceeds of his consignment, as a Reward for extraordinary 
Services. I embarked as a passenger on board of the ship 
Jay, a Letter of Marque carrying 18 Nines and six 
Carronades, at Chester the 14 th of July 1780 and landed at 
Brest the 1 st of September following in co 7 with James 
Searle Esq; at L'Orient, where the Ship arrived I sold 
my consignments, whigh consisted of about one Third 
of the Cargo of a ship «ff 350 Tons. M r Searle who was 
then on a publick Embassy offered to me the appointment 
of Secy. Returned from France with Cap* Truxton and 
landed in Ph a the 6 th of Dec r 1780 and cleared by my 
Voyage about $1000 — In the winter I bought a quantity 
of Sugars from Patrick Moore to carry to Baltimore, where 
they were then very high. I sold them to John M°Henry 
of that place before they arrived for $200. Dollars profit. — 
In the Spring of 1781 — a Privateer belonging to Baltimore 
having taken a valuable prize off our Capes, the Officer 
who bro' the prize in Ph a had an agency for the Ship's crew, 
took me into partnership, — and the prize consisting chiefly 
of dry Goods bound to New York. We bought largely at 
the Marshal's Sale, opened a Store in Chesnut Street and 
cleared, when we settled our accounts in Sep* 1781 about 
$1600. On the 6 th of October 811 embarked at New-castle on 
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Board of the Ship S* James, Cap' Truxton to go again to 
France, being then 23 years of age. — I had 300 Guineas 
of my own in Bills on the French Government and about 
£2500. Sterling in Bills of Exchange and some Specie to 
lay out on Commission ; about £1500. of which belonged to 
the late M r Robert Bridges, who with several more of my 
Friends had agreed to establish me as a Factor, either at 
Nantz or L'Orient.— On the 10 th of October, the 4 th Day after 
I embarked we fell in with a Twenty-gun Ship and in a 
severe action which lasted two Hours and a Half, I was 
shot with a musquet Ball, through my right Shoulder, and 
lost the use of my right Arm. — The 15 th November 1781 I 
was carried on Shore at L'Orient in France from on board 
the Ship St James, Cap n Truxton, scarcely expected to 
recover of the wound I had received, by an ounce Ball 
having entered my Right Shoulder and passed nearly thro' 
was cut out of my Back. — "While confined to my Bed, I es- 
tablished a Partnership in commercial Business with E. I. 
Salomon, a Resident in L'Orient and Jackson Reynolds, 
who was a passenger with me in the Ship, commencing the 
l et Day of January 1782 — as soon as I was able to travel, 
which was the 16 th of March 82 I set off for the hot Baths 
of Barrage in the South of France for my Health. John 
Erwin, my oldest brother, died in this month. "When the 
Peace was about to take place we dissolved our partnership 
which continued for 12 months, in which Time we cleared 
24000 Livers Tournois, of which my share was 8000 Livers, 
$1600. — & on a settlement made with E. I. Salomon who 
took the Stock on hand, the 3 rd of March 1783, after 
deducting the monies I had received out of the Funds of 
the House, I had a Ballance to receive of 4900 Livers 11 
Sous & 11 Deniers; 1000 Livers of which I received in 
cash, which is $200. the Remainder, 3540 Livers, 1 received 
an Obligation for payable in six months; — this Note I 
negociated with "Williams, Moore & Co. for a Bill of Ex- 
change payable at 30 Days sight for $708. drawn on Philip 
and George Moore of Philad* making 908 Dollars, besides 
this, I had the proceed of 100 Guineas in the Hands of 
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the late Robert Bridges, distinct from my Partnership ; for 
in consideration of the Wound I had received in the De- 
fence of Cap" Truxton's Ship he not only refused to receive 
my passage-money, which was 20 Guineas, but offered me 
the privilege of shipping a private Adv* of 100 G" freight 
free ; the freight would have been 15 p r c* on the net Pro- 
ceeds in Ph\ The account sales amounted to £283 : 16 : 3. — 
I sailed from L'Orient in the Ship General Washington, 
Cap" Cassan, on the 16 th Day of March 1783 and landed on 
Willing and Morris's Wharf on the 23 d of April following. 
I was worth then about $1600. — 

The 24 th of July 1783 1 bought to the amount of £631 : 19 : 
from Hy m Salomon, a Broker. These Certificates I kept 
until the Beginning of April 1785 when the Opening of the 
Land Office &C. raised them to about 8/9 in the pound — at 
this Time I left them in the Hands of Matthew M°Connel, 
Broker, to sell and went into the Country to my Brother 
William's. My Father at that time became a considerable 
adventurer in the lands of the State, the choice of which 
was determined by Lottery, and conceiving this to be an 
advantageous Speculation for me he took the Certificates 
and paid a part of them on the 11 th of April 1785, to Fran- 
cis Johnston R. G. — for Warrants to be issued for 1000 Acres 
of Land for my use. The first Tract was N° 47. This was 
almost the first choice of Location on the Tioga, for except 
N° 1, Lockhart's Tract, in the point, the lower numbers were 
mostly located on the waters of Alegheny, French Creek 
&C. where the Lands were better and not settled upon by 
Connecticut Intruders. — 

On the 2 d of September 1783 I accompanied Blair M°- 
Clenachan Esq. to the Island of Martinique to assist him in 
the settlement of some extensive commercial Concerns he 
had in that Island, with agents he had employed there pre- 
vious to the peace; — he recovered considerable Sums of 
Money which was in the Hands of different Merchants: 
my speaking French was very useful to him in these Trans- 
actions and on our return to Philad* he made me a hand- 
some compensation for my Services. — We sailed from 
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Chester on the 2 a of Sep. 1783 on Board the Ship "William, 
Cap" Paul Cox, returned in the same Ship and landed at 
Chester on the 15 th of December following. — 

The Summer of 1784 I passed in the Country with my 
Brother William. — In the Fall of that year I gathered 130 
Barrels of Winter Aples which I sold for $2. a Barrel — not 
to he idle. 

The Summer of 85 I spent chiefly in Bucks County at my 
Brother William's, the Winter in Philadelphia and some 
part of the Time in New York, the Summer of 1786 I spent 
in Maryland, chiefly at Doct r Scott's in Annapolis, who is 
my grand Uncle, — for 12 months after this I was much of 
my Time at Gen 1 Craig's at Norristown with W. M. Smith 
Esq. November the 16 th 1787 I was appointed a Warden 
of the Port of Philadelphia, in which Office I continued 
until February 89 when on certain pecuniary arrangements 
taking place between my Father and myself, at his Request 
I resigned. — About the latter end of April 1789, my Friend 
Samuel Caldwell having received a paralytick Shock, I was 
solicited by him and his Friends, and by the late Cap" Alli- 
bone, to accept of his Offices — the fees on collecting the 
Tonnage Revenue I was to pay him one half of; — besides 
these appointments the late Judge Hopkinson, appointed me 
one of the Surveyors of the Port for Shipping & Merchan- 
dize damaged at Sea, in which he associated me with Clem- 
ent Biddle and Nathaniel Falkoner Esquires. The Fees &C. 
of these Offices together amounted to $1000. a Year. In 
April 1791 I gave up these appointments at the Desire of 
my Father, in order to spend the Summer with him in the 
Genesee Country, on his promising handsome advantages in 
the Lands of that Country ; I had my Horse saddled ready 
to join him, having appointed to meet him at Newtonpoint, 
Tioga County, where M r Pickering was about to hold a 
Treaty with the Indians, when the account of his Assassi- 
nation was brought to me by express. 



